found that students were more engaged when the learning was applied directly to relevant activities and online instruction is capable of being constructed to be precisely appropriate to each individual involved. Bargh, McKenna, & Fitzsimons (2002) argue that CMC may also provide individuals with the opportunity to be more open and honest as they feel freed from the social constraints inherent within physical interpersonal interactions, suggesting that the traditional barriers existing between teacher and learner may be reduced at distance. More frequent student-teacher interactions are afforded and advantageous.
But there are constraints in delivering learning at distance. Ragan and White (2001) suggest that the some of the strengths of e-mail communication (speed, volume) may also be weaknesses, as communication through writing only can generate an enhanced potential for miscommunication between participants. Halio (2004) agrees, suggesting that providing feedback can be difficult as the lack of visual interaction means feedback must be made clear and unambiguous, potentially more difficult given the shortened style of e-mail communication (Bertacco & Deponte, 2005) . Furthermore, Pate-Moulton, Klages, Erickson and Conforti Jnr (2004) assert, "writing is not every student"s strongest ability" (p27). As one of their participants stated, "communicating with words on a computer screen seemed dry and lifeless" (p32). In essence, e-mail is one dimensional, limited to reading/writing only, and does not take into consideration the possibility that the student has a different individual learning style and/or preference. Jin (2005) found motivational problems due to lack of any immediate monitoring systems could detract from the efficacy of e-mail as a learning tool and that frustrations due to technical difficulties could be problematic and impinge on participant learning. Halio (2004) discusses the gender differences in e-mail interaction which can pose some difficulties for effective teacher-participant interaction. She suggests that females may be more challenged in a distance learning environment and require more nurturing, encouraging correspondence, while the males are sensitive to criticism and can be more aggressive and assertive in their messages. It could be argued from the reduced-cues perspective that CMC may be an inappropriate modality for receiving personal feedback as ambiguity and miscommunication can be elevated.
When the constraints of culture and tradition, so strongly rooted in many developing nations (Banutu-Gomez, 2002) , is textured in, the utility of e-mail as a learning tool can get further complicated. For example, numerous studies have identified cultural differences in learning styles (Bell, 1994; Park, 2000; Ramburuth, 2000; Reid, 1987) . Pacific Island history and traditions are handed down orally (and visually via story-telling) from generation to generation (Hutakau, n.d.). These strong oral, visual and kinaesthetic tendencies are highlighted in the strong discrepancy between visual/oral and reading/writing skills in Pacific Island nations (Hutakau, n.d.) . Such an incongruity could potentially render written e-mail communication even more problematic.
Learning success hinges on the Pacific Islander"s attitude toward the teacher. Horsley (n.d.) states that in the Pacific "the teacher is seen as the one with all the power because of position and age" restricting free expression of contradictory or controversial views. Hutakau (n.d.) believes that only once high levels of trust have been developed between teacher and student do learners feel more confident of expressing opinions and ideas. Developing trust in a distance learning environment is challenging in that trust is traditionally based on face to face interactions, not ones developed without visual and/or oral interaction. Furthermore, "Polynesian students are not used to informal ways of learning, such as discussions and group work. They will be quite unwilling to express their own opinions because they have been brought up to believe all they need to know will be passed to them through the words of their teachers" (Horsley, n.d.).
Issues of language must also be contextualised as many developing nations have colonial pasts and language is mixed. Jin (2005) found some disadvantages in the use of e-mail as a communication vehicle, such as misinterpretations, are possibly due to issues of language and the loss of non-verbal communication. For example, Fiji has three primary languages; Fijian, Hindi, and English. Papua New Guinea has over 400 different indigenous languages, plus English and Tok Pigin are widely spoken. Such diversity of language makes a "one size fits all" language approach difficult. Language utilisation is also different from that in many developed Western societies. For example, in the Pacific "The most distinctive feature of Pacific island culture is the concept that it is built on, the concept of "indirectness". Their way of life is like a form of 'social poetry' with imagery and metaphor everywhere" (Hutakau, n.d.) . This makes the use of direct language rather complex irrespective of vernacular.
Another cultural difference is in the concept of time. In most developed nations, particularly Western ones, time is more of a mechanical construct, an instrument for regulation of activity. In the Pacific, time is a much more fluid, social construction "generalised in terms with the activity associated with it" (Hutakau, n.d.). Speed of communication afforded by e-mail and the internet is not necessarily a valid construct and therefore must proffer some issues in the use of e-mail as a learning device over space and time.
Lastly, in relation to developing nations, poverty poses a much more pointed ethical issue of technology access than in Western nations. While internet access is growing, most Pacific Island nations still lag well behind their Western counterparts in availability and affordability. In Fiji for instance, the environment is evolving and the traditional telco (Telecom Fiji) is now competing against private internet providers. But progress is slow. The provision of fast internet services to most businesses and their employees is rather restricted, both as a result of infrastructure and price constraints. For example, in Fiji internet supply is limited in most businesses to only a few terminals and access is strictly controlled due to the cost of the service. This is common practice in many companies in the South Pacific region.
Given that the majority of research supports the utility of CMC as a distance learning vehicle, results have primarily been limited to include only those countries already inculturated into the use of such new technologies. What about those emerging areas of the world where traditional, cultural and infrastructure constraints may render such methods more difficult to implement? Will CMC methods, such as the use of e-mail as a learning tool, be effective in these countries? This study examines the usefulness of e-mail as an educational instrument in a developing Pacific Island nation -the Republic of Fiji.
METHOD
Action research methods were utilised in the delivery of a Personal Management Development Programme (PMDP) to thirteen middle management executives in Fiji. Six were indigenous Fijians, five were Indo-Fijians, and two were of mixed Fijian/Indo-Fijian descent. Of the thirteen, five were female and eight were male. The PMDP is a management development programme which is delivered primarily via e-mail with two face-to-face visits; one to set up the process and gather information, and a second visit six weeks later to check that all systems and processes are operational 2 . In this instance, the researcher was also the practitioner acting as "management coach" for each participant in the PMDP.
All thirteen participants completed a Learning and Working Styles and a Lincoln/VARK questionnaire at the commencement of the programme to ascertain their preferred working and learning styles (see Appendix A). Results were exhibited in table form.
A record of all e-mail correspondence with each participant was maintained. Number of communications with each participant was examined to see if any differences existed between gender and/or race.
Finally, each participant was asked to complete a questionnaire at the end of the programme that related directly to e-mail as a delivery mechanism (see Appendix B). This questionnaire was sent to each person electronically within three months of completion of the PMDP. Results were categorised and presented in table form.
LIMITATIONS
While the practitioner-researcher method used in this study produced useful insights with respect to the effectiveness of e-mail as a delivery tool for a management development programme to participants in a developing nation, it has several limitations. First, this study does not represent a large, randomly-selected population and any extrapolation of results to other populations must be made with caution. Secondly, this study lacks a control mechanism making any comparatives impossible. Finally, the variables discussed in this study are situationally constrained, which highlights a distinction between empirical research and reflection as methods of scientific exploration.
RESULTS
There were no significant differences in working and learning styles, although Fijians tended to be slightly more holistic in approach than did Indo-Fijians (see Table 1 ). While results showed no significant differences between visual, oral or kinaesthetic as preferred or secondary learning styles, there was a difference between these three and reading/writing. None of the thirteen participants scored reading/writing as either their preferred or secondary learning style (see Table 2 ). Of the thirteen questionnaires sent out concerning e-mail as a delivery mechanism, only seven were returned. Results were paraphrased, grouped together by similarity of response, and only those receiving more than one mention are exhibited in (see Table 3 ). It got better/easier as it progressed (x3) Use video conferencing (x2) The number and length of e-mails by gender and race was examined but no differences were found.
Results indicate that issues of language and the lack of non-verbal communication appear to be somewhat problematic. While in Fiji English is the principle language of business, it is not the main language when it comes to interpersonal communication. As the PMDP relies on a close and trusting relationship between participant and provider, this result was not unexpected.
DISCUSSION
Overall, the use of e-mail as a delivery mechanism for the PMDP was successful with all thirteen participants completing the course and nearly all exhibiting significant improvement in their managerial/leadership skills (Shanahan & Shanahan, 2005) . But several issues had to be overcome by the practitioner-researcher and the participants to ensure success. These issues related to cultural differences and constraints; traditional structures; and matters of infrastructure. Each of these will be considered in context of the results above and practitioner-researcher observations.
Cultural Differences And Constraints
The results of this study uncovered several cultural differences between the Western practitioner-researcher and the participants that were problematic, as well as several constraints between the indigenous Fijian cultures that needed to be addressed. It was apparent that issues of language, both vernacular and cultural utilisation, posed significant constraints on the utility of e-mail as an educational delivery mechanism. The use of English as the sole communication language was one issue, but the actual constraints inherent within e-mail communication was another, as was the differences in learning styles apparent between differing ethnicities. While these constraints tended to be at least partially subdued over the duration of the PMDP, there were even issues towards the conclusion of the programme that are worthy of mention.
As the relationship between practitioner-researcher and participant intensified and became more personal and trusting towards the conclusion of the programme, one participant commented "I found it hard to express what I really meant later on in the programme because I couldn"t find the right words [in English]." Another commented that it was difficult to "write down my thoughts and feelings in English" and would have preferred to use her own language. While the overall result was one of achievement, even in Fiji where English is widely accepted and spoken, lack of fluency in the indigenous languages by the practitionerresearcher was a constraining factor. E-mail delivery was also problematic in that it is written and fails to engage the predominant learning styles of participants, namely visual, aural and kinaesthetic. Results of the Lincoln VARK Test showed that none of the participants exhibited either a first or second preference for reading/writing as a learning style, contrary to tests conducted in the West which exhibit some degree of preference for this learning modality. Yet e-mail is virtually constrained to this mode of information transfer. As suggested in Understanding the differences (n.d.), it is best to use learning strategies that are congruent with the particular learner"s preferred learning style. Therefore delivery of the PMDP almost exclusively by e-mail was, at times, clumsy. The practitioner-researcher quickly realised through feedback from participants that a less Westernised written style of presentation of material was required. They were not used to the more formulaic, stylised, mass presentation tended to be used in the West and wanted more explanation and clarification as to the personal relevance and consequence of the information. As the practitionerresearcher learned over time, presenting material in more pictorial form and weaving sometimes lengthy narrative into the e-mails was effective. These narratives were often related directly to the participant"s environment, personality and/or family/work situation. One participant subsequently commented "Now I "see" what you mean", while another replied to a clarifying e-mail "now I "hear" where you are coming from". This was a significant breakthrough in the delivery of the PMDP and progress after this discovery was much more rapid and e-mail communication increased between the practitioner-researcher and the participants. When utilising e-mail as a feedback mechanism, the practitioner-researcher agrees with Halio (2004) that great care needs to be taken in the wording of any evaluation. As Bertacco and Deponte (2005) found, personal email correspondence tends to be shorter and perhaps less emotional and/or personal than similar correspondence conducted through letter writing. As Hutakau (n.d.) suggests, Pacific Island people are far more sensitive than they may appear on the surface. This resulted in one delicate situation. Feedback to one participant included a glowing report that included one brief, couched reference to a comment about his behaviour being too "one of the boys" in nature. The participant took this comment completely out of context and was very upset by it, so much so that it took numerous e-mails and even a telephone call to get him to recognise the lack of severity of a minor criticism and to relish the overall positive nature of the report. It was immediately apparent that the cultural necessity in Fiji of presenting an outward appearance devoid of emotion was not what was actually taking place internally, and the need to be responsive to particular cultural sensitivities in all e-mail contact became glaringly apparent. This continued to be somewhat of a challenge when using e-mail due primarily to the abbreviated nature of the correspondence, confirming Ragan and White"s (2001) arguments that written e-mail communication affords greater opportunities for miscommunication. While the practitioner-researcher modified the length and nature of feedback e-mails to make them more personal and less formal, even at the end of six months there appeared room for further improvement. The results of this study suggest that before attempting e-mail delivery of such a programme, the provider must be fully aware of the cultural sensitivities and nuances before embarkation and modify any Westernised e-mail style to take such differences into account.
Another cultural difference was a source of some tension for the practitioner-researcher, particularly in the early days of delivery of the PMDP. That issue related to the concept of time. Westerners tend to view time as a segmented structure that is concrete and fixed. In Fijian culture time is more fluid and only relevant to the activity at hand. As a result, imposition of deadlines for e-mail correspondence became problematic for the practitionerresearcher and one that took some time for him to overcome. Adherence to time constraints is simply not a cultural commitment and imposition of such deadlines is contrary to the thinking of indigenous Fijians in particular. The result was some anxiety on behalf of the practitioner-researcher that had to be resolved appropriately. This was accomplished by setting "parameters" rather than absolute deadlines for correspondence, and frequent e-mail reminders to participants was also required. This appeared to result in increased compliance as the programme progressed, although any linkages would be tenuous.
Despite the cultural constraints, over the course of the PMDP the utility of e-mail as a method of communication became appreciated and seemingly more effective. As one participant stated "In the last few weeks of the course I started to really look forward to your e-mails as they painted really clear pictures of what I needed to do." The results of this study highlight the importance of provider knowledge and understanding of the cultural communication differences, particularly language issues, into which any distance programme is to be delivered, as well as a willingness to modify delivery to meet the needs of learners in developing nations.
Traditional Structures
This study found support for Jin"s (2005) claim that for learners to take advantage of e-mail-based training programmes, participants with exposure to traditional, highly directed learning environments must adjust their perceptions and attitudes to learning and adopt a more student-driven approach. The practitioner-researcher experiences in this study confirm Jin"s claim. This was partially overcome by negotiating agreements and gradually placing more of the onus for learning on the participant. For most this was a new experience and several relished the opportunity. One stated "I loved organising my own learning. It was really exciting and I had never done anything like that before." However, one other believed it was all too hard as "I just couldn"t motivate myself. You weren"t here so I didn"t feel like I had to do it [tasks and readings] ." Researcher observation suggests that over half made some relatively robust attempts at self-directed learning, while the remainder made varying levels of effort. What was apparent with all participants was that this was the first time they had actually been presented with such an opportunity.
Part of the lack of self-direction is a result of the Power Distance (Hofstede, 1980 (Hofstede, , 1984 that exists in many developing nations. In both Fijian and Indo-Fijian cultures this Power Distance fosters a hierarchical, paternalistic environment where learners follow rather than lead, seldom react to or challenge decisions and/or existing structures, and rarely express their own views or opinions (Schuler and Rogovsky, 1998) . This is further exacerbated by the collective nature of Fijian society across both major ethnicities. In the Pacific, cultural and social rigidity constrains individual expression rather than freeing it up (Hautkau, n.d.). The Power Distance constraint was a source of tension at several levels.
Traditional, colonial structures (Consedine, 2004) are still prominent in Fiji, particularly in education where the teacher is the holder of power. This can be problematic when using e-mail as a primary delivery mechanism as participants in this research initially considered themselves in a teacher-student relationship and sought a highly directed approach. The practitioner-researcher broke these barriers by using e-mail correspondence to develop trust with participants. A far less formal approach to e-mail communication was introduced with longer, more frequent emails that strived at building a trusting rapport between the practitioner-researcher and the participant and placed them on a more equal footing. Non-relevant but personally revealing matters were discussed, such as family, sport and food, to generate a more open feeling of equality. This appeared to succeed as participant e-mails became generally more revealing and increased in length, confirming the arguments of Bargh, McKenna, & Fitzsimons (2002) .
Findings also tended to confirm Young"s (2004) argument that more personalised use of e-mail is beneficial for learners. This study found that the personalisation of the process was useful but is time consuming. Each e-mail communication had to be individually crafted making any economies of scale redundant. In essence, each participant ended up with an individualised learning programme, rendering any efficiencies in using CMC as a delivery mechanism unproductive. This runs somewhat contrary to the arguments that suggest CMC can be an efficient method for mass educational delivery.
A second, unforeseen issue relating to the structural constraints inherent within Fijian society was the inability to use internet chat rooms or web-based programmes to encourage a collective learning environment. The paternalistic, hierarchical constraints makes programmes such as Blackboard problematic in that group interaction cannot be, due to the nature of society, a collegial concern. Such programmes adopt a more Westernised, egalitarian approach that simply does not recognise the traditional structures that exist in a country like Fiji. It could only be useful if all participants were of the same level within society. For example, this study one of the participants in the PMDP programme was an indigenous Fijian male of Chiefly stature. It would have been culturally inappropriate for the less senior participants, particularly the female participants, to interact with him via the internet, and virtually impossible for anyone to question or challenge his ideas on any particular topic. In essence, use of such a tool would have been de-motivating and dampened any possible learning opportunities. Other issues, such as gender, religious orientation and age could also pose barriers to the efficacy of such web-based learning tools. As a result, all e-mail activity was maintained solely between the practitioner-researcher and each individual participant. This requires more input from the provider than would be expected in more collegial, Western environments.
A serendipitous finding suggests that Bargh, McKenna, & Fitzsimons (2002) were correct in their argument that participants feel less constrained by social and traditional constraints when using e-mail as the primary source of communication, but this was limited to practitioner-researcher-participant interactions. Indeed, the practitionerresearcher made note of several instances where individual participants became more open and emotive as they gained confidence in the practitioner-researcher and e-mail as a communication medium. While it is difficult to tease these variables apart, one participant did comment that "using e-mail and knowing you [the practitioner] were far away in New Zealand seemed to make it easier for me to tell you things I wouldn"t talk about with anyone else". This was mirrored by another participant comment "It was easier to talk to you on e-mail as I could be more honest than if we were face to face." It could be that the use of e-mail as a learning tool could reduce the traditional Power Distance constraints and enhance learning. This is certainly an area in need of further investigation.
Overall, the constraints of tradition on the use of e-mail as an educational tool in Fiji were overcome. However, these limitations do pose some problems for outside providers considering implementation of learning programmes into developing nations using CMC. In this instance, the collegiality afforded by internet and web-based programmes would detract from learning, not enhance it. Furthermore, any provider would have to reconsider the teacher-learner relationship in light of varying traditional structures and expectations. But this study does show that these constraints are not insurmountable and can be either overcome or detoured provided the outside deliverer is cognizant of the issues and prepared to work through the limitations.
Infrastructure Issues
Fiji boasts one of the higher standards of living in the South Pacific Island region, yet even here there were financial and infrastructure constraints on the use of e-mail as a proper delivery mechanism for the PMDP. Two issues are of particular note: lack of access to the internet, and poor quality provision of services.
According to Robertson and Sutherland (2001) close to 80 per cent of the indigenous Fijian population are economically disadvantaged, while the figure nears 90 per cent for the Indo-Fijian population. The result is that computer penetration into households is very limited and access to terminals at work is well below that of most developed countries. This certainly has a restrictive impact on the use of CMC as an educational apparatus. Of those involved in the PMDP, only one had internet access at home, while just over half had internet access at their workstation. The others were required to access their e-mail at public terminals either at work or at public internet providers, such as e-cafes. As much of the material in the PMDP was of a relatively personal nature, this proved awkward for some participants. One commented that she was "highly embarrassed when I found a colleague reading one of the e-mails I had printed out" even though there was no particular private information in the e-mail. The printer was simply in a different area to the access terminal. Another commented that she waited until "everyone had gone for lunch or gone home" before she opened her e-mails. She felt she had the right to privacy, but as her only access was a shared terminal in the middle of an open plan office, privacy had to be manipulated rather than considered a right as it might in Western societies.
The other infrastructural constraint was the inconsistency of internet service by the sole provider of internet in Fiji -Telecom Fiji. The internet was slow, fraught with interruptions and often "down" for considerable periods of time. The researcher"s experience suggests this is the situation across most Pacific Island nations from Samoa to Papua New Guinea to the Solomon Islands. While very few e-mails were actually "lost", the lack of a consistent service was, to quote one participant, "extremely frustrating! Just when you had time to get to your PMDP stuff, the net would go down." This sentiment was more or less expressed by several other participants. Again, overcoming this constraint required patience and the practitioner-researcher re-evaluating his concept of time as a rigidity. By setting parameters for participant responses, the difficulties presented by lack of service were overcome. Mariola and Manley (2002) propose that distance learning can be effective provided certain criteria are met. These include: a sufficient level of comfort with this form of delivery by both participants and deliverers; adequate technical support; frequent communication and monitoring; and detailed presentation of topics and instructions. However, for distance learning via e-mail to be effective in developing nations, such as Fiji, there are additional constraints that need to be attend to if success is to be achieved. These include the cultural, traditional and infrastructure constraints inherent within the society, as well as any pre-conceptions held by the provider.
CONCLUSION
As Dufficy (n.d.) argues, to teach in the South Pacific, providers must recognise their own particular cultural expectations, garner high levels of trust, be flexible, maintain relevancy, understand traditional constraints, and get to know the learner and their wider family. Once these criteria are met, learning can be optimised. The results of this study confirm Dufficy"s views. The use of e-mail as a teaching and learning method was useful, but only once the practitioner-researcher was able to understand and overcome the constraints of delivery. This is a good lesson for any outsider considering using the internet as an educational delivery mechanism to developing nations. What follows are a few questions concerning the use of e-mail as a delivery mechanism for the PMDP. As a graduate of the programme, I hope that you wouldn"t mind answering four short questions. Your responses will be completely confidential and will perform two important tasks as the results will be used: (1) as part of an analysis of the usefulness of e-mail as a delivery mechanism, and (2) to modify delivery of the PMDP programme to further enhance its effectiveness. If you are happy to take part, please simply reply to this e-mail including your answers to the following questions. Your assistance is greatly appreciated.
Question One: What are your overall impressions of using e-mail as the primary delivery tool for the PMDP? (Please give some detail to your responses.) Question Two: What did you like most (if anything) about using e-mail as a means of communicating during the PMDP? Explain.
Question Three: What did you like least (if anything) about using e-mail as a means of communicating during the PMDP? Explain.
Question Four: If you could change one or two things about the way the course was delivered to make it a better programme, particularly in relation to the use of e-mail, what would you do? (Please give some detail to your responses.) Question Five: Are there any other comments you would like to make about the use of e-mail as the delivery method for the PMDP?
Thank you very much for your responses. They will be utilised to benefit future participants. If you have any questions, please contact me for clarification either via e-mail or telephone.
Morris W Shanahan shanahanm@cpit.ac.nz +64 3 940 8431
